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Raising Gender Awareness in the Classroom: 
Teachers Need to Write Stories, Too 
Bambang Suwarno 






Abstract— One great challenge facing the present century is 
equality between men and women. Education has a strategic 
position, as schools may cultivate desirable values, including 
equality, in the society. One way to cultivate the spirit of 
equality is through the introduction of gender-equality 
materials, e.g., short stories, for reading and discussion. The 
problem is that such stories might not be readily available. For 
example, a previous study on the weekly publications of short 
stories in three Indonesian newspapers indicated the scarcity of 
such materials. Therefore, an attempt is made to develop such 
stories. The first step is to review some gender related concepts. 
Then, criteria are proposed for assessing and developing 
gender-equality stories. Subsequently, two synopses of gender-
equality stories (in the Indonesian language) that have been 
published, under the pen name of Widya Saraswati, are 
provided as examples. These stories were used in some 
experiments to raise gender awareness among students.  The 
conclusion is that it is possible to write gender equality stories 
and to use these stories and other gender related materials to 
improve gender attitude among students. It is recommended 
that teachers start writing their own gender aware stories.   
 Keywords- gender awareness in classrom; gender equality 
stories   
I. INTRODUCTION   
One great challenge in this century is the gap between 
women and men. In a lot of countries, women still need to 
overcome great resistance for developing equality with men. 
The gap in equality could have several consequences. In 
countries where emancipation movement has not fully 
developed, women and men may not be able to develop their 
abilities to the fullest, as women are thought to be more 
suitable to the domestic task, while men are thought to be 
more suitable to the public tasks. By contrast, in countries 
where the emancipation movement has taken some roots, 
women are often burdened with multiple roles, i.e., domestic 
as well as public tasks, while men are obligated to perform 
public tasks only. As a result, women have greater total 
workload and this may affect the long term prospect of their 
health. 
In order to cope with the challenge, the educational 
institutions have an obligation to step forward, to cultivate 
gender equality values among the younger generation. One 
way to achieve this goal is through the language class. In this 
respect, the teachers need be aware on the gender bias that 
may present in existing materials, and to instill the awareness 
among the students. They also need to select materials that 
may develop a sense of gender equality among the students.  
One type of materials that are suited for this goal is 
gender equality stories. The problem is that such materials 
might be scarce. For example, traditional stories are awash 
with examples in which male heroes rescued the distressed 
damsels, such as the case with Cinderella and Snow White, 
while stories in which female are themselves heroines, such 
as Joan of Arch and Milan, were a rarity.  
Considering that the emancipation movement has existed 
for over than a century, one might hope for an abundance of 
stories in which females are depicted as heroines. 
Unfortunately, this might not be the case. For example, 
Suriyam and Suwarno (2006) investigated the gender 
orientation of 100 short stories from several notable 
Indonesian national newspapers. It was found that the 
proportion of progressively oriented stories was 8%-12%, far 
less than the conventionally-oriented stories, with a 
proportion of 16%-44%.   
In addition to being able to distinguish between gender 
equality (GE) materials and gender inequality (GI) materials, 
teachers may also need to write their own gender equality 
stories. Such accomplishment may enhance their reputation 
among their students, as they show that they could write 
stories, not just giving lectures. Such a task may be 
unfamiliar, thus some discussion will be devoted on how such 
goals may be accomplished. As such, the following aspects 
will be discussed, namely, the nature of literary work, the 
elements of short story, the concept of gender, the difference 
between gender equality and gender inequality stories, some 
example of gender oriented stories, and how such stories are 
used to raise students’ gender awareness.    
II.  THE NATURE OF LITERARY WORKS  
Works of literature are created to be enjoyed, understood, 
and utilized by the community. Literature presents a picture 
of life, while life itself is a social reality (Damono, 1978). As 
a writer lives in a certain space and time, s/he will be 
involved with the community, with its social condition, where 
various values interact (Jabrohim and Wulandari, 2001). 
Through literary works, an author reveals the problems of 
life, while the latter could also affect the former; thus 
literature and society may influence each other.  
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Among various problems of life are the problems caused 
by gender inequality. For example, limited access to 
education for girls may result in greater percentage of female 
labor force with less skill and less pay, greater workload for 
women as compared to men, and lesser chance of women to 
get involved in politics.  In addressing this inequality, an 
author, through his/her works, may decide to try to fix this 
inequality, by submitting a model of life that is more gender-
equal. However, s/he may just simply depict a life as it is, eve 
though it reveals inequality, without offering an alternative 
model.  
III. THE ELEMENTS OF SHORT STORY  
According Sumardjo and Saini (1997) a short story is a 
narrative that is fictitious (not really happen but can happen 
anywhere and anytime) and relatively short. Stanton (in 
Suwondo, 2001) describes the structure elements of fiction, 
which consists of a theme, the facts of the story, and literary 
devices. 
The theme is the central idea on which to base a story 
(Nurgiyantoro, 1988). Related to the theme is the message, or 
the creative solutions that the author proposes to resolve the 
issue (Esten, 1987), or what he wants to say to the reader 
(Nurgiyantoro, 1988). Finding the meaning of a short story is 
basically looking for a theme contained in the short story 
(Sumardjo and Saini, 1997). The theme is usually not 
delivered explicitly; instead, it animates and permeates the 
story elements (Nurgiyantoro, 1988). 
The facts of the story consist of plot, characterization, and 
background.  The plot is the sequence of events in the story 
structure, constructed as a functional interrelation or causality 
(Nurgiyantoro, 1988). The plot consists of five stages, 
namely, situationing, generating circumstances, rising action, 
climax, and completion (Tasrif, in Nurgiyantoro, 1998). 
Meanwhile, characterization is the placement of certain 
figures with certain temperaments in a story (Nurgiyantoro, 
1988). Characters can be illustrated directly or indirectly, 
through the behavioral, speech, and thoughts and feelings of 
the characters (Nurgiyantoro, 1988, Sumardjo and Saini, 
1997). Finally, background refers to place, time relations, and 
social environment where the events are narrated (Abrams, in 
Nurgiyantoro, 1998) 
 The devices include viewpoint and style.  The 
viewpoint refers to the way a story is told and may consist of 
‘S/he’ who knows everything, ‘S/he’ with limited knowledge, 
primary ‘I’, or additional "I" (Nurgiyantoro, 1998). Style 
includes the use of phrases, dialogues, and details (Sumarjo 
and Saini, 1997). 
IV. GENDER, GENDER ROLE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS ON 
INEQUALITY 
In layman's terms, sex is often equated with gender. 
However, gender and sex are actually different concepts. Sex 
constitutes biological characteristics-that is primarily related 
to reproduction. Male biological characteristic is signified by 
the ability for impregnation, while female biological 
characteristics are signified by the ability of menstruation, 
gestation, delivery, and lactation. By contrast, gender is a 
characteristic which is constructed socially and culturally. 
Sex is natural, while gender is not natural (Fakih, 1996). 
Gender role refers to the role of a set of rules about the types 
of behavior that are considered appropriate for men or 
women (Kessler and McKenna, 1978). In other words, gender 
role is a combination of types of behavior, interests, attitudes, 
and skills that are deemed suitable for male or female and that 
are expected to be met by a male or female, in a culture 
(Papalia and Olds, 1989).  
Traditionally, the concepts of gender and role types tend 
to be segregative. For example, men considered to be strong, 
rational, manly and powerful, while women are considered to 
be gentle, beautiful, emotional, or motherhood. In terms of 
role types, parents often give different games. More boys get 
toys of vehicles, sports equipment, and animals, while more 
girls get dolls or toy cooking appliances (Hetherington and 
Parke, 1986). At schools, high school physics majors and 
technical schools generally have more male students, while 
high school social majors and home economics schools 
usually have more female students (Suleeman, 1994). School 
textbooks may reflect the old stereotype. For example, 
examples of sentences included different roles between men 
and women, such as "Mrs. Ani cooks in the kitchen" and "Mr. 
Budi worked at the post office."  
The difference in the roles would not pose a problem if it 
does not create inequality. However, the different roles may 
often lead to various kinds of injustice, especially for women 
but also for men. The injustice may manifest as economic 
impoverishment, exclusion from important political 
decisions, negative labeling, violence, and longer workload 
(Fakih, 1998). The success of emancipation is highly 
dependent on changes in the concept of gender roles. If the 
roles could be made egalitarian, women and men will be 
mutually supportive and complementary, both in career and 
households (Suwarno, 1995, and Saraswati, 2003). These 
changes need to be done at the individual, social, and 
institutional (Basow, 1990), including in literature. 
V. GENDER ORIENTATION IN LITERATURE  
A literary work is essentially a dynamic unity and serves 
as the embodiment of values and important events of at 
certain period (Goldman, in Damono, 1978). Therefore, 
literary works can be understood only in the context of a 
culture or civilization that produces it (Grebstein, in Damono, 
1978). The implication is that the function of literature is vital 
both as a recording of values prevailing in the period when 
that author lives as well as an instrument of change towards 
better values.  
With regard to the social function of literature, it can be 
understood that the gender issue is actually attached to the 
events described in the literature. From the series of events, 
emerging conflicts are caused by the interaction among the 
figures, between the figures with the environment, or between 
the figures with themselves (Sumarjo and Saini, 1997). 
Through this conflict gender orientation can be revealed, 
through the structure of the story. Then, this story can be 
associated with realities in society. Here, literature can serve 
as the agent of change, to help cultivating values that are 
oriented to gender equality. On the other hand, it can just 
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serve as a recorder of prevailing values, which may be 
oriented to gender inequality.  
VI. GENDER EQUALITY CRITERIA    
In order to distinguish between gender equal and gender 
unequal orientation, some criteria are required. These could 
then be applied in the analysis of the structure of a story, in 
which the elements for analysis include (1) synopsis, (2) the 
theme and message, and (3) characterization, while analysis 
on other elements provide a supportive role. 
As a new paradigm, the criteria for gender equality 
depiction are still being developed. However, in principle, 
men and women need to be shown to have equal 
opportunities, rights, obligations, and capabilities. Based on 
gender attributes from the works of Bem (1973), Basow 
(1993) and Wood (2001), the following criteria are proposed 
for assessing and developing gender orientation. The criteria 
consisted of power relation, application of norms or rules, 
distribution of labor, and distribution of attributes. 
A.  Power relation 
If the power relation shows subordination, in which men 
are superior or possess bigger rights and obligations, then it is 
unequally oriented. Conversely, if the power relation is 
similar or equivalent, in which men got the same rights and 
obligations to the women), then it is equally oriented 
B. Application of norms or rules 
If in the same situation there are different norms or rules, 
this shows the unequal orientation. For example, if men are 
allowed to go out alone at any time while women could only 
be out of the house at a certain time (e.g., during the day) and 
require escorts, it shows an unequal orientation. 
C. Distribution of labor 
In unequal orientation, gender division of work is 
segregated, in which the public and productive works belong 
to men while the domestic and reproductive works belong to 
women. As public works are recognized while domestic 
works are not, men become more worthy in society and 
women become dependent on men for living (Beauvoir, 
1952). This may explain the reason that in certain societies, 
male baby is preferred than female baby. In semi equal 
situation, women are allowed to work in public; however, 
domestic work is still obligated to women. As a result, 
women’s workload (public and domestic) is greater than men. 
This situation is probably common at present. While this 
situation shows some progress, imbalance still exists and the 
situation is still unequal.   
In a fully equal orientation, division of labor are shown to 
be fully complementary/ overlapping, in which public and 
productive works as well as domestic and reproductive works 
can be done by both men and women 
D. Distribution of attributes 
An attribute is something inherent in the mentality of a 
person, for example, character, leadership, and ability to 
solve problems. In unequal depiction, distribution of 
attributes are separated (segregated) while equal depiction, 
distribution attributes are complementary (overlapping). 
Some attributes for alienating the depiction include character, 
leadership and problem-solving capacity. 
In unequal society, masculine characteristics (e.g., 
aggressiveness, courage, independency, competitiveness, 
trouble making) belong solely to men, while feminine 
characteristics (e.g., passivity, dependency, cooperativeness, 
and timidity) belong solely to women. By contrast, in an 
equal society, both sets of characteristics belong to men and 
women, although their degree might be different (men may 
have more of masculine characteristics while women may 
have more of feminine characteristics). 
As for leadership and problem solving capacity, in an 
unequal society, those attributes belong only to males. By 
contrast, in equal society they could belong to men as well as 
women. Thus, the legend of Joan of Arc and Milan, although 
they appeared long ago, show an equality orientation as, both 
women is shown to be good leaders of the military, which are 
usually considered as male bastion. 
Due to space limitations, not all the above elements might 
be displayed in a short story. However, in a relatively gender 
unequal short stories, various aspects of the unequal role will 
be present in one or several elements of the short story 
(theme, plot, characterization). In contrast, the relatively 
gender equal short stories, various aspects of the equal role 
will appear in one or several elements.  
In order to show how to apply the above criteria to assess 
a story, two examples are provided. The assessment 
constitutes an eclectic approach, through a combination of a 
structural and sociological approach, to become a sort of 
genetic structural approach (Damono, 1984).  In the stories, 
conflicts which appears in the story becomes is interpreted as 
social facts that occurred or potential facts that can happen.    
VII. EXAMPLES OF GENDER ORIENTATION IN STORIES 
In order to show how the above criteria are applied, two 
contrasting examples are provided, in which the first example 
represents gender unequal orientation while the second 
example represents gender equal orientation. 
A. Example 1. “L'abitudine” (Noor, 2004)(Gender-unequal 
type) 
An analysis for the short story provides the following 
result. At first glance it appears that the theme of the story is 
not conventional in the sense of commitment of infidelity 
(which does not suit conventional norms). However, when 
analyzed further at the level of gender relations, it turns out 
that the story was still conventional. 
a.  Synopsis (also reveals plot) 
Andini experienced marital problems with her husband, 
Gunawan. Because divorce may cause considerable 
damage to the reputation of the families of both parties, 
she tried to solve her unhappiness through engaging in 
illicit affair with Adam. Andini kept her meetings with 
Adam as a secret, except to her friend Josephine. Later it 
turned out that Gunawan was also having an affair with 
none other than Josephine. 
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b.  Theme and message 
  The theme of this short story was about love and 
infidelity, which belongs to the realm of the domestic role-
reproduction, a conventional theme. An implicit message 
here was that when a woman tried to liberate herself, she 
returned to dependency to another man.  
c.  Characterization  
The characters were shown as conventional gender 
characters, in which women were depicted as soft and 
dependent, as can be seen from the phrase, in which Andini 
imagined how one day she would be transformed into a 
humming bird, or that in which Josephine thought that Andini 
looked so soft and fragile. ‘Softness’ and ‘fragility’ are terms 
that are traditionally attributed to women.  
d.  Background  
There was no indication in the story whether Andini was 
involved in some workplace. This implied that the figure was 
not engaged in productive sectors. This was supported by the 
background of the place, in the form of a hotel room or rooms 
of the house, away from the connotation of productive sector. 
It is apparent that the depiction of the life of the main 
character was a picture of domestic life-reproduction, which 
was a characteristic of the lives of women in the 
conventional/unequal culture from the bygone era. 
Based on the analysis of the synopsis, theme and 
message, and background, it could be concluded that the first 
example belong to the gender unequal type.  
B. Example 2: "Pembebasan di Djibouti” [Liberation in 
Djibouti] (Saraswati, 2003)(Gender-equal type) 
This short story is based on the true story of an Islamic 
pilot heroine, a story of emancipation with religious nuance. 
An analysis reveals the following points. 
a. Synopsis (also reveals plot) 
Annisa Algar was a female who worked at Yemeni 
Airlines as captain pilot. One day, she was assigned to 
drive the plane, which contains two important guests, 
namely, the Yemeni Ambassador to the United States 
and the American ambassador to Yemen. Along the way, 
a stranger hijacked the plane by using pen-like revolver. 
Though frightened, Annisa managed to appear calm, 
gentle and reassuring; she managed to persuade the 
hijackers to refuel in the neighboring Djibouti. While 
refueling, negotiations through radio were conducted 
between the pirate and Yemeni Minister of Foreign 
Affairs. On the sidelines of the talks, she managed to 
persuade the hijacker to release all passengers, leaving 
her and other crews as hostages. As the negotiations 
continued, she found a way to free herself and waited for 
an opportunity to solve the predicament. At one time 
Annisa saw that the hijacker was somewhat off guard. 
After praying to God, she decided to attack the hijacker. 
A scuffle occurred in which Annie was hit on the arm. 
However, Annisa fought hard until the co-pilot also 
broke free and helped to apprehend the hijacker. The co-
pilot brought the plane back to Yemen, while Annisa 
himself, after being hospitalized briefly in Djibouti, was 
flown back for further treatment to Sannaa, Yemen. 
Annisa was grateful for her success as a gift from Allah. 
b.  Theme and message 
The theme was about a woman who became a hero 
through battling a hijacker to thwart piracy.  More 
importantly, a woman, who is conventionally depicted as 
weak, turned out to be very brave, even willing to risk her life 
for the noble task of rescuing the passengers and crew from 
the piracy. The message of this short story was that God 
endows women with the same capabilities as men, and thus 
women should also be given the opportunity to develop 
themselves as equal partners of men.  
c. Characterization 
 Conventionally, women are depicted as gentle and 
kind persons, yet lacking in courage and decision making. 
They are the ones to be rescued by male heroes who risked 
their lives. Yet, in this story, the female figure was the 
heroine, the one who risked her life to rescue other people.  
This shows that courage and resoluteness, which are 
masculine attributes, are not limited to men, but that women 
could also possess them.  
d.  Background 
Traditionally, women are depicted as housewives and to 
belong to the domestic role. However, in this story, a woman 
was shown as a capable productive worker. She worked as a 
captain pilot, a work that even a lot of males found difficult. 
In the story, various technical aspects were shown, such as 
the procedure for emergency, the procedure for taking off and 
landing, all to show how the female pilot was an excellent 
professional in her work. 
Through the analysis, it could be concluded that the 
second example exhibits the elements of gender-equality 
orientation, which supports the equality of rights, obligations 
and opportunities between men and women. 
C. Another example: “Perempuan di batas Eridani” [A lady 
at the border of Eridani] (Saraswati, 2002)(Gender-
equal type)   
This short story was published in ‘Kartini’, an Indonesian 
women’s magazine, special edition, in 2002. 
The earth was under threat of invasion from an alien 
force from the Epsilon Eridani, a solar system 12 years 
away from earth. In order to fend off the invasion, the 
forces of the United Nations send a space force to 
intercept them halfway in the space. Niken Setyorini was 
a female officer from Yogyakarta, Indonesia, who was 
stationed in a space battle station. Although initially 
reluctant, she made good progress so that she was made 
a wing leader of a group of space fighter crafts. Among 
her group member was Henry Silverstein, who happened 
to be her boyfriend. Henry actually felt that he had more 
skill and experience to be the wing leader; however, 
Colonel Bill Morison, the commander, trust her more as 
she had shown to have better instinct. Niken and her 
group were assigned a reconnaissance mission to a lunar 
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system to gather intelligence data. They managed to land 
quietly and collected the required data. However, when 
they took of from the moon, an enemy group found them 
and a space dogfight broke. Niken and her group 
managed to destroy a lot of the enemy’s crafts. However, 
a persistent craft pursued Niken’s craft from behind. She 
could not shake off the enemy and was nearly shot down. 
However, Henry bravely intercepted the enemy and in 
the ensuing battle both were shot down. Although deeply 
grieved, Niken had to bring her group back to the battle 
station. Colonel Morrison congratulated the group and 
offered his condolences. Niken was broken hearted every 
time she looked out of her cabin window to the space, 
but she promised to remember Henry forever.  
VIII. SOME STUDIES INVOLVING THE EFFECT OF GENDER 
AWARE STORIES      
Two studies were exemplified in which the investigators 
utilize these stories, in addition to other gender aware 
materials. One study (Purwadi, Suwarno, and Suriyam, 2005) 
investigated the effect of consciousness raising group (CRG) 
in the reading of gender-egalitarian texts on the gender 
attitude of senior high school students in Bengkulu, 
Indonesia. In this study, the students were assigned to read 
gender equality materials and were given opportunity to 
discus gender equality concepts in CRG, under the guidance 
of a tutor.  In this quasi experiment, it was found that the 
assignment of reading gender equality texts with CRG could 
significantly raise gender awareness among the students.  
Another study by Purwadi and Muslih, with substantial 
contribution from Suwarno (2007), investigated the effect of 
progressive religious interpretation guidance during the 
extensive reading activity of gender inspiratory texts on the 
gender attitude of the students of senior high schools with 
religious affiliation in Bengkulu, Indonesia. This study was 
similar to the study above; however, the tutor was one who 
was knowledgeable on religious aspects. The tutor helped the 
students to interpret gender equality through the lenses of 
spiritual verses. In this study, it was found that progressive 
interpretation of religious teaching in the reading of gender 
equality texts significantly improved gender awareness 
among students. However, the progress among male students 
was less noticeable than the progress among female students. 
These studies show that gender aware materials, including 
gender aware stories, may help improve gender awareness 
among students, although some guidance from teachers are 
required. 
In order to distinguish between gender equal and gender 
unequal orientation, some criteria are required. These could 
then be applied in the analysis of the structure of a story, in 
which the elements for analysis include (1) synopsis, (2) the 
theme and message, and (3) characterization, while analysis 
on other elements provide a supportive role. 
IX. CONCLUSION  
In order to support the development of a more gender 
egalitarian society, the educational institution needs to 
cultivate gender equality values among the students. One way 
to do this is through the assignment of reading of gender 
equality texts. Some studies have shown that the reading of 
gender equality materials may improve gender equality 
attitude among the students. 
One type of material is short story, which could often be 
found in newspapers. In order to prove gender equality 
materials, teachers need to select materials from various 
source, include the newspaper, using criteria for gender 
equality criteria concerning synopsis, theme and message, 
characterization, and background. However, gender equal 
materials might be scarce. Therefore, it is recommended that 
teachers write, and hopefully publish, their own gender 
equality short stories.  
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